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UM RESEARCHER RECEIVES PRESTIGIOUS
NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION GRANT
MISSOULA University of Montana Assistant Professor Scott Mills has received the National Science
Foundation’s highest award for new faculty.
Mills, a faculty member with the School of Forestry’s Wildlife Biology Program, was
presented with a Faculty Early Career Development (CAREER) award. The grant is funded for
$330,000 over four years.
Mills said CAREER grants differ from typical NSF grants because they require both a
strong research and teaching component.
“Usually our research projects are considered distinct from our teaching,” he said, “but
this grant is fantastic because it embraces the fact that good science teaching at the university
level requires the energy and insights that come from conducting novel research.”
Mills’ research project explores the predator-prey relationship between Canada lynx and
snowshoe hares. Although these species undergo remarkable population cycles in Canada and
Alaska, some believe that the cycles are dampened in the United States because of a combination
of natural patchiness and forest fragmentation from logging.
“The thought is that the landscape patchiness has created areas where mortality is high, so
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peak numbers can never be reached,” Mills said. “This research will directly monitor population
sizes and mortality across a forest landscape.”
Lynx population size also will be evaluated by collecting hairs the cats leave behind at rub
stations. In his UM lab, Mills and his students will extract DNA from the hairs and use DNA
profiles to identify individual lynx. This research will be conducted in cooperation with the U.S.
Forest Service’s Rocky Mountain Research Station.
“It’s incredible that the same technology made famous by the O.J. Simpson case now
gives us a way to obtain, for the first time, reliable population estimates of rare and elusive
carnivores,” Mills said.
The teaching component of Mills’ CAREER grant is integrated closely with research.
“Undergraduate students need outlets to get their hands dirty for their first wildlife biology
job,” he said, “and a project like this requires lots o f field hands. Also, it is important that students
learn about science education and outreach - communicating the wonders of biology to the
public.”
In partnership with the Montana Natural History Center, at least 24 undergraduate
students will work alongside graduate students and experienced field assistants during the course
of the grant, conducting the research and learning the skills to communicate scientific findings to
the public.
The NSF is an independent U.S. government agency responsible for promoting science
and engineering through programs that invest more than $3.3 billion per year in almost 20,000
research and education projects in science and engineering.
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